The effect of cholesterol on the morphology and reactivity of the mixture of lipids used in syphilis serology.
The effect of increasing amounts of cholesterol on the morphology of the liposomes constituting the VDRL-antigen was studied. The morphological parameters examined were the shape of the lipoidal particles and especially the number of lamellae on each particle in the various mixtures of lipids studied. Cholesterol in the presence of cardiolipin and lecithin is observed as rhomboid crystals, indicating that the majority of the cholesterol is located exterior to the lamellar membranes of lecithin and cardiolipin. It is shown that the effect of cholesterol is to reduce the number of individual lamellae per liposome, mainly by mechanically dispersing the cardiolipin and lecithin on the surface of the cholesterol crystals. It is suggested that cholesterol has no effect on the structure of the epitopes which react with antibodies in sera from patients with syphilis, but that, as a result of the mechanical dispersion of cardiolipin and lecithin, it creates liposomes with more accessible epitopes.